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SHELLS AND DECORATION 


THERE IS MUCH IN THE NATURE OF SHELLS 
to capture the imagination. The variety of forms, the endless combinations and 
patternings of colors, the durability of the material, have appealed to artists and 
craftsmen throughout the ages. The Museum’s exhibition calls attention to some 
representative uses to which shells and their attributes have been applied; it 
makes no claim to completeness, but aims to provoke an increased interest in the 


shell as an element in decorative art. 


“Shell,” as here used, refers to the outer covering of animals called mollusks 
which live in the sea, in fresh water, and on the land. Formed of lime secreted 
by the mollusk, the shell in practically all instances is an external skeleton that 
shields the soft body of the animal within. Very few of the eighty thousand 
species known to science have found their way into the decorative arts. The 
layman recognizes them as belonging to one of two groups: univalves, such as 
the cowry, conch, nautilus, and snail; or bivalves, as represented by scallops, 


oysters, and clams. 


A distinction may be made between the uses of shells themselves, and the 
application of their forms in design. As a medium for primitive craftsmen, 
they have been used throughout the world. The Aurignacians of France probably 
were the first to use them, for necklaces and armlets which appear to date back 
25,000 years. Of less antiquity but equal interest are the carved and worked 
ornaments unearthed in Tennessee, Texas, and the highlands of Mexico. The 
manufacture of wampum for money and mnemonic beadwork was once a 
flourishing native industry along the Atlantic coast, particularly in the environs 


of New York. A number of articles in the exhibition reveal a striking affinity 


between the shell ornaments of the Pacific Islands and the costume jewelry on 
display along Fifth Avenue. Not only primitives and moderns have recognized 
the suitability of shell as a material. Adornments from Egyptian tombs, nautilus 
cups from Renaissance Italy, and domes of artificial flowers from our own 


Victorian parlors testify to that. 


The other side of the picture concerns the conversion of the shell form, or 
its elements, into painted, carved, woven, or other adaptations. An early and 
common example is the argonaut emerging from the shell, as depicted upon 
Minoan pottery. Another illustration is furnished by the distinctive volute of 
the Ionic capital, which has been shown to have a relationship to the three- 
dimensional spiral of the whelk. It has been demonstrated that without geo- 
metrical instruments, this volute can be drawn by a pencil attached to the free 


end of an unwinding cord wrapped in the spiral of the slowly rotating shell. 


The most marked development in the use of the shell as a motif originated 
in France during the eighteenth century, when the rococo style grew out of the 
heavy baroque. The conventionalized curves of the shell served as a basic model 
for the extravagant and playful lines that characterize the rococo. A specific 
term, coquillage, was coined to designate this influence upon the decoration of the 
times. From picture frames to coaches, jewels to fountains, no article upon which 


ornament could be expended escaped this imaginative adaptation of the shell. 


What place has our subject in the world of today? Let us remember that in 
the evolution of ceramic wares, the whiteness of the porcellana cowry of Italy 
offered a long unattainable goal for color, texture, and delicacy. So today it 
seems that new materials, new techniques, and a new concept of design should 
bring out qualities in shells which never have been adequately expressed. The 
Museum’s exhibition presents a number of modern articles in a variety of 
materials, with the desire that they may suggest new possibilities for decorative 


art and personal adornment. 
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tions d’aprés les maitres. Paris, Ducher [n.d.]} 
Plates. F. 

No text. 


PERGOLESI, MICHEL ANGELO. Disegni di orna- 
menti. London, 1776. 71 col. pl. F. 
Pl. 41. 


PERRY, GEORGE. Conchology, or the natural his- 
tory of shells: containing a new arrangement of 
the genera and species. London, Miller, 1811. 
4p., 62 1. 61 col. pl. F. 


PETRIE, SIR W. M. FLINpeERS. Decorative pat- 
terns of the ancient world. London, University 
college, 1930. 16p. Ixxxviii p. of illus. F. 

P. vii-viil. 


PEYROTTE, ALEXIS. Divers ornemens dediés a 
Monsieur Tanevat, architecte du roi, par son 
t.h.s. Peyrotte. [Paris} Huquier [175-] 18 pl. 

Three different series of 6 plates bound to- 
gether. 


PHILLiPs, Puitip A. S. Paul de Lamerie, citizen 
and goldsmith of London; a study of his life and 
work, a.d. 1688-1751. London, Batsford, 1935. 
xvi, 115p. front., illus., plates, facsims. F. 

Plates 123, 124, 152, 156, 157. 


PORTEFEUILLE des arts décoratifs, pub. sous le 
patronage de l’union centrale des arts décoratifs. 
1.-10. année; 1888/89-1897/98. Paris, Calavas 
[1889-98] 10v. 960 pl. 

No text. Plates 8, 11, 18, 22, 83, 302, 395, 
407, 415, 428, 447, 481, 488-9, 569, 603, 609, 
649, 663, 671, 676, 688, 690, 742, 818, 820, 
950-1. 


RACINET, ALBERT CHARLES AUGUSTE. L’orne- 
ment polychrome. Paris, Firmin Didot [1873] 
60p., 102 1. 100 col. pl. 

Plates 66, 71, 76-7, 79, 91. 


Sania ae L’ornement polychrome. Deux- 
iéme série. Paris, Firmin-Didot [1886-7] 240p. 
illus., 120 col. pl. F. 

Plates 7, 86-8, 99, 106, 111, 115-6. 


RECUEIL de planches sur les sciences, les arts 

libéraux, et les arts méchaniques, avec leur ex- 

plication. Paris, Briasson, 1742-52. 11v. plates. F. 
V.6, plates 64-74. 


REEVE, LovELL. Conchologia systematica, com- 
plete system of conchology. London, Longman, 
1841-2. 2v. illus. 4to. 


ROGERS, JULIA ELLEN. The shell book; a pop- 
ular guide to a knowledge of the families of ... 
mollusks. New York, Doubleday, 1908. xxi, 
485p. illus., 56 pl. (8 col.) 8vo. 


ROSENBERG, Marc. Der goldschmiede merk- 
zeichen; 3. erweit. und. illus. aufl. Frankfurt am 
Main, Frankfurter verlags-anstalt, 1922-28. 4v. 
illus., plates. 8vo. 

V.1, plates 4, 8, 25, 27. 


Rouatx, PAUL. Dictionnaire des arts décoratifs 
a l'usage des artisans, des artistes, des amateurs 
et des écoles. Paris, Librairie illustrée [n.d.]} 
1042p. illus., plates. 4to. 

See articles on “Coquille’’ and ‘‘Rocaille.” 


ae elie Les styles; 700 gravures clas- 
sées par époques. Paris, Rouam [1885] 335p. 
illus. F, 

P. 26, 28, 81, 84, 97, 112-3, 115, 120, 204, 
207, 209-10, 217, 227, 239, 248, 269, 272. 


SALEMBIER, Henri. [Cahiers d’orfévrerie et de 
bronze. Paris, Bancé, 1807-9] 36 pl. F. 
Pl. 4, 13, 23-4. 


SALY, JACQUES FRANCOIS. [Vases inventés et 
gravés par Jacobus Saly. Paris, 1746] 12 pl. F. 


SEeBA, ALBERTUS. Locupletissimi rerum natural- 
ium. Thesauri accurata descriptio, et iconibus 
artificiosissimus expressio. Amstelaedami, Jans- 
son-Waesberg, 1734-65. 4v. col. plates. F. 
V.3, plates 35-94. 
A beautiful and rare work. 


SELECTION of ornaments . .. for the use of sculp- 
tors, painters, carvers, modellers. London, Ack- 
erman [1818-19] 80 pl. F. 

No text. Pt. 1, plate 24, pt. 2, plate 17. 


SOWERBY, GEORGE BRETTINGHAM JR. The con- 
chological illustrations. London, Sowerby, 1841. 
2v. 200 col. pl. 12mo. 

Fine illustrations. 


sede stags NTIS A conchological manual. 4th 
ed. London, Bohn, 1852. 337p. col. front., illus., 
28 col. pl. 12mo. 


STRANGE, THOMAS ARTHUR. An historical guide 
to French interiors, furniture, decoration, wood- 
work & allied arts. London, The author [n.d.] 
400p. illus. 4to. 

Contains many examples of use of shell work 
in 17th and 18th century design. 


VEITCH, HENRY NEWTON. Sheffield plate, its 
history, manufacture and art. London, Bell, 1908. 
xiv, 359p. incl. illus., 74 pl. 4to. 

Plates p. 99, 121, 142, 173. 


VERNEUIL, MAURICE PILLARD. Etoffes japon- 

aises, tissées & brochées. Paris, Librairie centrale 

des beaux-arts [1910] 2v. 80 col. plates. F. 
Plate 26, v.1. 


WARING, JANET. Early American stencils on 
walls and furniture. New York, Scott [c1937] 
148p. illus., plates (part col.) F. 

Figs. 99, 149-51. P. 91, 93, 126 ff., 133. 


WATTEAU, ANTOINE. Oeuvre d’Antoine Wat- 
teau, natif de Valenciennes. {Paris} Huquier 
{17-?] 105 pl., port. F. 

Bound with Gillot. Oeuvre. 


WENHAM, EpwarD. Domestic silver of Great 
Britain and Ireland. New York, London [etc.] 
Oxford university press, 1931. xxiii, 186p. 
front., 95 pl. on 48 1. 4to. 

Plates 19, 23, 43, 50, 55, 61, 72, 80. 
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